Swiss development cooperation in Mekong region by unknown
Switzerland’s support 
Switzerland has been present in the region since 
1968. Through its Regional Cooperation Strategy 
(2013-2017), it aspires to strengthen Cambodia, 
Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam to enable them 
to become equal and empowered partners with-
in the ASEAN community with a strong civil soci-
ety living in social and political justice. In Vietnam, 
which achieved middle income country status in 
2010, Switzerland will gradually phase out the SDC’s 
established poverty reduction programme by 2016 
and shift the focus towards more economic devel-
opment cooperation with the State Secretariat of 
Economic Affairs (SECO). The SDC will continue its 
engagement in Laos and launch a programme in 
Cambodia. It is active in three areas: social devel-
opment, local governance and citizen participation; 
agriculture and food security; and vocational educa-
tion and training.
Agriculture: increase incomes and food 
security for smallholder farmers 
To improve food security, Switzerland provides sup-
port to help smallholder farmers diversify their pro-
duction and secure access to agricultural land, for-
ests and means of production. It helps them to earn 
higher incomes through improved advisory services, 
strengthening value chains and improving access to 
markets. 
In mountainous areas in northern Vietnam, Swit-
zerland supports small-scale infrastructure invest-
ments and the participation of all parties affected 
in their planning and implementation at the village 
and commune level. Thanks to infrastructure (clean 
water and sanitation systems, kindergarten, prima-
ry schools etc.), the living conditions of 37,900 ru-
ral households, especially of ethnic minorities and 
women, improved in 2013. Refurbished inter-village 
roads, bridges, irrigation canals helped farmers in-
crease their production and gain better access to 
markets. 
Switzerland aims to reduce poverty, support 
equitable and sustainable development, and 
foster democratic governance in Cambodia, 
Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam. Switzerland 
is active in three domains: social development, 
local governance and citizen participation, ag-
riculture and food security, as well as vocational 
education and training.
Context 
Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Vietnam have achieved 
strong economic growth rates and significant pro-
gress in poverty reduction in the past 20 years. They 
remain, however, among the poorest countries in 
southeast Asia. The inequalities are growing and 
democratic participation remains weak. Poverty is 
most widespread among the rural population and in 
ethnic minority groups. Agriculture still is the liveli-
hood base of approximately 80% of the population. 
All countries face huge challenges, like improving 
social and environmental development, diversifying 
the economy and strengthening inclusive growth. 
As they enter the ASEAN Economic Community, a 
common market and employment area planned for 
2015, the gap with the other six ASEAN countries 
will have to be narrowed.  
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conflict sensitive approach is key, particularly in the 
post-conflict context of Cambodia.
Partners
 › Swiss partners: Helvetas Intercooperation, Centre 
for Development and Environment (CDE), Nestlé, 
Allianz Re, MeteoSwiss
 › Ministries and provincial or district authorities
 › Local and International NGOs e.g. Care Interna-
tional, CORD (peacebuilding organisation),  WWF 
 › Regional partners (The Center for People and 
Forests, Mekong River Commission, Mekong 
 Institute)
 › Bilateral donors e.g. Germany, Nordic countries  
 › Multilateral organisations e.g. UNDP, World Bank, 
Asian Development Bank
Budget 2014 by theme and source of funding 
(CHF million) 
SDC: Development Cooperation 57.3
SECO: Economic Cooperation 25.0
Total  82.3
Local governance: decentralization and 
capacity building 
Switzerland provides support to help women and 
men get involved in shaping policies and in planned 
public investment, as well as to hold public adminis-
trations accountable for their actions. Citizens need 
quality social services with a focus on the most vul-
nerable, especially women and ethnic minorities. 
The programme co-financed by Switzerland in Laos 
is building the capacity of local administrations to 
improve the delivery of public services in the areas 
of education, health, water and agriculture under 
the District Development Fund (DDF) scheme. The 
DDF promotes fiscal decentralisation and has al-
lowed more than 4,600 officials and village heads 
and 18,000 villagers (36% women) to develop their 
capacities for participatory planning and financial 
management for small-scale infrastructures. 
Vocational education and training: better 
access to employment 
In the Mekong Region Switzerland is developing 
projects to improve skills and work opportunities for 
rural women and men. In Cambodia, the SDC will 
support the government in implementing the new 
sectoral policy and promote migrant workers’ rights 
in national development strategies.  
Multilateral cooperation
Switzerland is working with the UNDP to support 
decentralisation and citizen participation, and with 
UNICEF to promote women’s and children’s rights.
Transversal themes 
Switzerland promotes gender equality, the participa-
tion of marginalised groups and non-discrimination. 
Adaptation to climate change, disaster mitigation 
and risk reduction are part of its programmes. A 
Lao farmers planting rice: SDC sup-
ports smallholder farmers to improve 
their resilience and food security. © 
Michel Wechsler
Facts and Figures  
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Vietnam Laos Cambodia Myanmar
Surface area 330'957 km2 236'800 km2 181'040 km2 676'578 km2
Population 88.8 million 6.7 million 14.8 million 52.8 million
Annual population growth rate 
(2012)
1.1% 1.9% 1.8% 5.5%
Life expectancy at birth women / 
men (2011)
77/73 years 69/66 years 74/68 years 68/65 years
Adult illiteracy rate: women / 
men
9%/5% 25%/12% 34%/17% N/A
Gross Domestic Product GDP per 
capita (2012)
1755 USD 1417 USD 944 USD N/A
Percentage of population with 
less than 2 USD per day (2008)
43% 66% 53% N/A
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Lao lady creating handcrafts for bam-
boo value chains: SDC commits to im-
prove value chains and market access 
for the rural poor. © Touravanh
Children in the Northern uplands of 
Lao PDR: SDC focuses its attention on 
the most vulnerable, mostly women, 
youths, and ethnic minorities. © Liliane 
Ortega
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